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CRAIG CARPENITO 
United States Attorney 
By: PETER W. GAETA 
Assistant United States Attorney 
970 Broad Street, Suite 700 
Newark, New Jersey 07102 
Tel: (973)645-2927 
Fax: (973) 297-2042 
Peter. Gaeta@usdoj . gov 


UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
DISTRICT OF NEW JERSEY 


UNITED STATES OF AMERICA 

v. 

$1,079,000 IN UNITED STATES 
CURRENCY, 

Defendant in rem. 


Hon. 

Civil Action No. 19- 

VERIFIED COMPLAINT 
FOR FORFEITURE IN REM 


Plaintiff the United States of America, by its attorney, Craig Carpenito, 
United States Attorney for the District of New Jersey, for its verified complaint 
(the “Complaint”) alleges, upon information and belief, as follows: 

I. NATURE OF THE ACTION 

1. This action is brought by the United States of America seeking the 
forfeiture of $1,079,000 in United States currency seized on or about February 
14, 2017 from a vehicle driven by Ramon Verduzco-Lopez after a motor vehicle 
stop in Hargrave, California (hereinafter referred to as the “Defendant in rem” 
or the “defendant property”). 

2. The Defendant in rem is subject to seizure and forfeiture to the 
United States of America pursuant to 21 U.S.C. § 881(a)(6), which subjects to 
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forfeiture all moneys, negotiable instruments, securities, or other things of 
value furnished or intended to be furnished by any person in exchange for a 
controlled substance or listed chemical in violation of Title 21, Subchapter I, of 
the United States Code, all proceeds traceable to such an exchange, and all 
moneys, negotiable instruments, and securities used or intended to be used to 
facilitate any violation of Title 21, Subchapter I, of the United States Code. 

II. JURISDICTION AND VENUE 

3. This Court has jurisdiction over this action pursuant to 28 U.S.C. 
§§ 1345 and 1355(a). 

4. Venue is proper pursuant to 28 U.S.C. § 1355(b)(1)(A) because acts 
and omissions giving rise to the forfeiture occurred in the District of New 
Jersey. 

5. The Defendant in rem is being held on deposit by the United States 
Marshals Service (“USMS”) for the Central District of California in the USMS 
Seized Asset Deposit Fund account at the Federal Reserve Bank, New York, 

New York. 

III. FACTS 

6. In or about November 2015, law enforcement began investigating a 
narcotics trafficking and money laundering organization operating between 
New Jersey and California. The investigation determined that individuals were 
involved in receiving shipments of cocaine and heroin in California and 
transporting the narcotics to New Jersey. 
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7. As a result of the investigation, law enforcement identified Eduardo 
Barragan Zuninga (“Barragan”), and determined that Barragan, a co¬ 
conspirator (“CC-1”), and others were using a warehouse unit in Huntingdon 
Valley, Pennsylvania (the “Warehouse Unit”) to receive shipments of machinery 
from California. Law enforcement discovered that narcotics were stored in the 
machinery that was shipped to Pennsylvania from California. 

8. Barragan and, at times, CC-1, traveled from New Jersey to the 
Warehouse Unit to receive deliveries of pallets, which appeared to contain large 
industrial machines shrink-wrapped in plastic, but which also contained 
narcotics. 

9. On or about March 4, 2016, law enforcement obtained a search 
warrant for the Warehouse Unit. Law enforcement executed the search 
warrant on March 7, 2016, after observing Barragan use a forklift to offload 
two pallets from a nearby flatbed truck, and place the pallets inside the 
Warehouse Unit. 

10. The execution of the search warrant and an examination of one of 
the industrial machines that had been on the two pallets uncovered 
approximately nine packages wrapped in a black tape and submerged in 
hydraulic fluid with a weight attached to each package to keep it submerged. It 
was later determined that five of these packages were kilograms of cocaine and 
the other four were kilograms of heroin. 

11. Also on March 7, 2016, Barragan was apprehended by law 
enforcement while attempting to flee the area, and was arrested. On April 20, 


-3- 


Case 2:19-cv-16746-SRC-CLW Document 1 Filed 08/15/19 Page 4 of 10 PagelD: 4 


2018, Barragan was sentenced 120 months in prison after pleading guilty to a 
one-count information charging him with conspiracy to distribute and possess 
heroin and cocaine, contrary to 21 U.S.C. § 841(a)(1) and (b)(1)(A), in violation 
of 21 U.S.C. § 846. See United States v. Eduardo Barragan Zuninga, 17-cr-452 
(PGS). 

12. Subsequent to Barragan’s arrest, law enforcement discovered that 
Barragan’s drug trafficking organization (“DTO”), which had rented both the 
Warehouse Unit and at least one property in Bayonne, New Jersey, was also 
renting a residence located at 1031 Wildrose Avenue, in Pomona, California 
(hereinafter, “1031 Wildrose Avenue”). 

13. On or about February 14, 2017, at 8:30 a.m., law enforcement 
initiated surveillance in the area of 1031 Wildrose Avenue. During that 
surveillance, at approximately 10:39 a.m., law enforcement observed a subject, 
later identified as Ramon Verduzco-Lopez (“Verduzco-Lopez”), pull up in front 
of 1031 Wildrose Avenue. 

14. Verduzco-Lopez was operating a grey 2016 Honda Civic bearing a 
Mexican license plate (the “Honda”). Shortly thereafter, an unidentified male 
operating a red Ford pick-up truck (the “truck”) with a Mexican license plate 
pulled into the driveway of 1031 Wildrose Avenue, exited the truck, and opened 
the garage. 

15. After opening the garage, the unidentified male backed a Jeep 
Liberty out of the garage and Verduzco- Lopez pulled the Honda into the 
garage. The unidentified male retrieved two backpack-style bags from the red 
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truck and took them into the garage out of view. He then retrieved two large 
weighted duffel bags from the truck and took them into the garage out of view. 
Both Verduzco-Lopez and the unidentified male were then in the garage and 
closed the door. 

16. At approximately 11:50 a.m., the garage door opened and both 
Verduzco-Lopez and the unidentified male exited. Verduzco-Lopez re-entered 
the garage, pulled the Honda out, and left the area followed by surveillance 
units. 

17. California Highway Patrol (“CHP”) stopped the Honda traveling 
East on Interstate 10 in Hargrave, California, for speeding and following too 
closely. 

18. During the traffic stop, the CHP officer observed that Verduzco- 
Lopez was visibly nervous and shaking. Verduzco-Lopez first stated that he 
went to Los Angeles for the day after crossing over from Mexicali. He then 
changed his story, stating he only went to Fontana, California. The CHP officer 
then asked Verduzco-Lopez to step out of the Honda, and Verduzco-Lopez 
exited the vehicle. 

19. While outside the Honda, Verduzco-Lopez’s cheeks and face were 
twitching uncontrollably. Verduzco-Lopez stated that he traveled to addresses 
in Fontana, California to go to two yard sales, but that he had not found what 
he was looking for, and that he had been looking for a pressure washer for his 
carwash business of six years. When asked how he was going to take the 
pressure washer home in his car, Verduzco-Lopez stated that it would be a 
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small pressure washer. When asked if he had a business card for his carwash, 
Verduzco-Lopez replied that he did not. 

20. The CHP officer then gave Verduzco-Lopez a verbal warning for the 
moving violations and returned his license and paperwork. After Verduzco- 
Lopez turned around and walked back to the Honda, the CHP officer asked if 
he could speak to Verduzco-Lopez further, at which point Verduzco-Lopez 
turned around and walked backs towards the CHP officer. 

21. When the CHP officer asked for consent to search the Honda, 
Verduzco-Lopez provided verbal and written consent. The CHP officer then 
allowed his narcotics detection K9, “Ranger,” to sniff the exterior of the Honda. 
Ranger did not alert to the exterior of the vehicle, but after the CHP officer 
observed several loose interior trim covers within the Honda—a 2016 two-door 
model—he allowed Ranger to sniff the interior of the vehicle. Ranger, through a 
distinctive set of behaviors, alerted that he detected a controlled substance at 
the bottom of the left interior rear side liner, also known as, an interior quarter 
panel cover, and the top of the right interior rear side liner, also known as, an 
interior quarter panel cover, of the Honda. 

22. K-9 Ranger was certified in narcotics detection in or about 
September 2011 after successfully completing a 12-week course in the 
detection of marijuana, cocaine, heroin, and methamphetamine given by the 
CHP in Sacramento, California 

23. Ranger has been re-certified yearly since 2011. Ranger trains 
weekly and attends the monthly maintenance training days with the CHP. 


-6- 


Case 2:19-cv-16746-SRC-CLW Document 1 Filed 08/15/19 Page 7 of 10 PagelD: 7 


24. Among other things, Ranger is trained to distinguish between 
uncirculated currency and currency that was recently commingled with one of 
the four controlled substances Ranger is trained to detect. 

25. After Ranger alerted to the quarter panels, the CHP officer opened 
the interior rear side liners, also known as, the interior quarter panel covers, 
and felt multiple wrapped bundles of United States currency within the 
Honda’s factory voids. The CHP officer then arrested Verduzco-Lopez and 
requested a tow of the Honda. 

26. After the Honda was towed from the scene of the traffic stop to a 
police impound in the city of Banning, California, a search was conducted and 
within the vehicle’s factory voids, law enforcement officers located forty-eight 
bundles of United States currency. 

27. After the forty-eight bundles of United States currency were seized, 
an official count determined that the bundles amounted to $1,079,000. All of 
the bundles were found to be wrapped in fabric softener sheets and packaged 
inside of vacuum-sealed plastic bags. 1 Also inside the sealed plastic bags were 
four pages of handwritten accounting notes. 

28. Verduzco-Lopez had no explanation for the cash hidden in his 
vehicle, indicated it was not his, and signed a disclaimer of ownership of assets 
and waiver of right to notice of seizure form in Spanish. 2 

1 Drug traffickers often vacuum-seal currency and use masking agents, such as dryer sheets, 
in an effort to avoid detection by narcotics detection K9s. 

2 Although Verduzco-Lopez told CHP that his English was good, he wanted the writing to be in 
Spanish. 
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29. The disclaimer of ownership of assets and waiver of right to notice 
of seizure form that Verduzco-Lopez signed specifically read, “I hereby state 
that I am NOT the owner of the above-listed asset(s) and have no claim for its 
return to me.” 

30. Verduzco-Lopez further stated that he owns a carwash, earning 
approximately $150 to $200 per week, and $14,000 per year. Verduzco-Lopez 
further stated that he owns a small two-bedroom house in Mexicali where he 
lives with his girlfriend, who earns less money than he does, and two children. 
Verduzco-Lopez stated that his assets consist of two cars and approximately 
$2,000 in savings. CHP then released Verduzco-Lopez from custody and 
Verduzco-Lopez left the area in the Honda. 

IV. CLAIM FOR FORFEITURE 

31. The allegations contained in paragraphs 1 through 30 of this 
Complaint are incorporated herein and made part hereof. 

32. As a result of the foregoing, the Defendant in rem is subject to 
forfeiture to the United States pursuant to 21 U.S.C. § 881(a)(6), because the 
Defendant in rem constitutes money furnished or intended to be furnished in 
exchange for a controlled substance or is proceeds traceable to an exchange of 
moneys or other things of value furnished in exchange for a controlled 
substance in violation of violation of Title 21, Subchapter I, of the United States 
Code. 

WHEREFORE, the United States of America requests that the Clerk of 
the Court issue a warrant for the arrest and seizure of the Defendant in rem 
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pursuant to Rule G(3)(b)(i) of the Supplemental Rules for Admiralty or Maritime 

Claims and Asset Forfeiture Actions of the Federal Rules of Civil Procedure, 

which the plaintiff will execute upon the Defendant in rem pursuant to 28 

U.S.C. § 1355(d) and Supplemental Rule G(3)(c); that notice of this action be 

given to all persons who reasonably appear to be potential claimants to the 

Defendant in rem; that the Defendant in rem be forfeited and condemned to the 

United States of America; that the plaintiff be awarded its costs and 

disbursements in this action; and that the Court grant such other and further 

relief it deems just and proper. 

Dated: Newark, New Jersey 
August 15, 2019 


CRAIG CARPENITO 
United States Attorney 


s /Peter W. Gaeta _ 

By: PETER W. GAETA 
Assistant United States Attorney 
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VERIFICATION 


STATE OF NEW JERSEY 
COUNTY OF ESSEX 
DISTRICT OF NEW JERSEY 


: ss.: 


DETECTIVE ERIK M. NOLTE, being duly sworn, deposes and says that 
he is a federal law enforcement officer within the meaning of Rule 41(a)(2)(C) of 
the Federal Rules of Criminal Procedure, that is, a government agent engaged 
in enforcing the criminal laws; that he has been deputized as a Special Federal 
Officer by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and as such has responsibility 
for this action; that he has read the foregoing Complaint and knows the 
contents thereof; and that the same is true to the best of his own knowledge, 
information and belief. 

The sources of deponent's information on the grounds of his belief are 
official records and files of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the State of 
California, and the United States Government, and information obtained 
directly by the deponent, and information obtained by other law enforcement 
officials, during an investigation of alleged violations of Title 21, United States 
Code. 



Detective Erik M. Nolte 

Task Force Officer 

Federal Bureau of Investigation 


Sworn to and subscribed before me 
this 15 th day of August, 2019 
at Newark, New Jersey 
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CRAIG CARPENITO 
United States Attorney 
By: PETER W. GAETA 
Assistant United States Attorney 
970 Broad Street, Suite 700 
Newark, New Jersey 07102 
Tel: (973)645-2927 
Fax: (973) 297-2042 
Peter. Gaeta@usdo j . gov 

UNITED STATES DISTRICT COURT 
DISTRICT OF NEW JERSEY 


UNITED STATES OF AMERICA, 


Hon. 


Plaintiff, 


Civil Action No. 19- 


v. : 

WARRANT FOR 

$1,079,000 IN UNITED STATES : ARREST IN REM 

CURRENCY, 

Defendant in rem. 


TO ANY OFFICER OF THE UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE, 
THE FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION, AND/OR ANY OTHER DULY 
AUTHORIZED LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICER: 

WHEREAS, a Verified Complaint for Forfeiture in Rem has been filed on 
August 15, 2019 in the United States District Court for the District of New 
Jersey, alleging that the defendant property, namely $1,079,000 in United 
States currency, is subject to seizure and forfeiture to the United States for the 
reasons set forth in the Complaint; 

WHEREAS, the defendant property is currently in the possession, 
custody, or control of the United States; 

WHEREAS, in these circumstances, Rule G(3)(b)(i) of the Supplemental 
Rules for Admiralty or Maritime Claims and Asset Forfeiture Actions, Federal 
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Rules of Civil Procedure (the “Supplemental Rules”), directs the Clerk of the 
Court to issue a Warrant for Arrest in Rem for the defendant property; and 
WHEREAS, Rule G(3)(c)(i) of the Supplemental Rules provides that the 
Warrant for Arrest in Rem must be delivered to a person or organization 
authorized to execute it, who may be an agent with the United States 
Department of Justice or any other United States officer or employee; someone 
under contract with the United States; or someone specially appointed by the 
court for that purpose. 

YOU ARE, THEREFORE, HEREBY COMMANDED to take such steps as 
are necessary to arrest and detain the defendant property, including, if 
appropriate, serving a copy of this warrant on the custodian in whose 
possession, custody, or control the property is currently found; and 

YOU ARE FURTHER COMMANDED to use whatever means may be 
appropriate to protect and maintain the defendant property in your custody 
until further order of this Court. 

IN WITNESS WHEREOF, I, the Clerk of the United States District Court 
for the District of New Jersey, have caused the foregoing Warrant for Arrest In 
Rem to be issued pursuant to Rule G(3)(b)(i) of the Supplemental Rules. 


Dated: _ _ 

Clerk of the Court 


By: _ 

Deputy Clerk 
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